VI
HOW BALLADS SPREAD
T
HE traditional style employs only the most general situations
and the most spontaneous motifs. Its products must be
accepted by all men as part of their own imaginative experience,
and if the original poem has not achieved this universality, the
subsequent variations by innumerable singers will pare away what
is unusual When thoroughly integrated into popular tradition the
ballad will be oecumenical in style and contents: 'quod semper,
quod ubique, quod ab omnibus'. This universality has led to the
belief that ballads are the spontaneous creations.of the peoples:
they are the Stimmen der Volker, as Herder's editor put it. There
are'theories of the rise of ballads so mystical that they cannot be
pursued by me; theories which dispense with personal authorship,
and envisage some undefined sort of spontaneous generation among
the folk. Andrew Lang, without denying the fact of personal
authorship, denies its relevance to the criticism of a manner and
motifs which are universal.1
No one any longer (he wrote) attributes them to this or that author or
to this or that date. The attempt to find date or author for a genuine
popular song is as futile as a similar search in the case of a Marchen. It
is to be asked, then, whether what is confessedly true of folk-tales—of
such stories as the Sleeping Beauty and Cinderella—is true also of folk-
songs. Are they, or have they been, as universally sung as the fairy-
tales have been narrated? Do they, too, bear traces of the survival of
primitive creeds and primitive forms of consciousness and of imagina-
tion? Are they, like Marchen, for the most part, little influenced by the
higher religions, Christian or polytheistic? Do they turn, as the
Marchen do, on the same incidents, repeat the same stories, employ the
same machinery of talking birds and beasts ? Lastly, are any specimens
of ballad literature capable of being traced back to extreme antiquity?
It appears that all these questions may be answered in the affirmative;
that the great age and universal diffusion of the ballad may be proved;
and that its birth, from the lips and heart of the people, may be con-
trasted with the origin of an artistic poetry in the demand of an aris-
tocracy for a separate epic literature destined to be its own possession,
and to be the first development of a poetry of personality—a record of
individual passions and emotions. After bringing forward examples of
1 A. Lang, "Ballads', Encyclopaedia jSritannica, nth edition.

